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Summary: 


A glimpse into what the injuries Steve accumulates mean to him 
through the years. 


The lights in the hospital bathroom are harsh. They give his skin a pasty 
hue—or maybe he really looks that bad under the blood and bruises. The 
cheap paper towels fall apart, leaving pieces stuck to his face as he wipes 
the blood away. 


these wounds don't fade 


Author's Note: 
r/Fanfiction Trope Bingo Fill 
For the prompt/trope: Appearance Angst 


From the tvtropes page: Appearance Angst covers 
any instance in which a character is legitimately 
distressed over one or more aspects of their 
appearance 


Thank you to everyone in the Discord who listened 
to (and will continue to listen to) me whining about 
not being able to come up with anything for the 
bingo yet. 


Unbeta'd. Feel free to point out any typos I may have 
missed while editing. 
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The lights in the hospital bathroom are harsh. They give his skin a 
pasty hue—or maybe he really looks that bad under the blood and 
bruises. The cheap paper towels fall apart, leaving pieces stuck to his 
face as he wipes the blood away. He should probably do this at home 
where there are real towels and the lighting is more forgiving. But he 
doesn't want to leave Nancy. She's going to stay until they find out 
about Jonathan's brother. 


And maybe Steve doesn't want to leave until he knows, either. 


He sucks in air through his teeth at the sting when he grazes the cuts. 
When he finally forces himself to meet his eyes in the mirror, he 
notices how red one of them is. It could be worse, he tells himself. 
He's a fast healer. And it's not like he didn't deserve it. The things 
he'd said... 


Until they fade, Steve is going to use the wounds as a reminder. He 
doesn't have to act like that, be that person anymore. The person 


Tommy and Carol wanted him to be. Mean, cruel. It sat wrong with 
him then and especially now. He doesn't know whether Nancy still— 
but even if she doesn't, Steve's going to take this lesson to heart. 


He's going to be better. 
2 
Steve leans hard against the bathroom door. 


"I'm fine," he says, patting the wood. With the door closed, Steve can't 
see Dustin on the other side. There's no doubt in his mind that the kid 
is still standing there. "You don't have to wait for me." 


Dustin says...something, but Steve only catches every other word as 
the ground tries to move out from under his feet. He wasn't lying, he 
mostly is. Fine. Between brief moments of dizziness and nausea. Still, 
it seems to work because he hears feet shuffling down the hall, away 
from the bathroom. 


It takes effort to push off of the door, and even more not to fall over 
before he reaches the sink. The ceramic is cold to the touch. Steve 
grips the edges of it so hard his fingers ache. Not that they weren't 
aching already; they're sore and bruised from fighting demo-dogs and 
Hargrove and climbing a rope up out of that hole. 


His face is a mess. Worse than last year—shit it was almost exactly a 
year ago, wasn't it? He'd thought, hoped it was a fluke. A random 
one-off. They signed all those papers promising not to talk about 
what happened with the assurance that the government had taken 
care of things. Of course that wasn't the truth. The only truth they'd 
told was what they'd do to them, to their families, if they ever said 
anything to anyone. 


Shit. Steve closes his eyes against the memories—of agents in dark 
suits looming over them, of Nancy's face when he brushed off her 
worry and anger. Of how she couldn't let it go. He'd just been scared, 
was that so wrong? But Nancy, she was. She is brave. Braver than 
him. His heart still aches, though, when he hears her muffled voice 
through the door—they must be back with Will. 


All Steve wants to do is follow her voice and find her and hold onto 
her tight—he almost died tonight, more than once—but he can't. She 
doesn't love him; never did. That hurts more than the cuts and 
bruises from Hargrove. 


He reaches blindly for the faucet, but he's not familiar with the Byers' 
bathroom. Nearly knocking something over forces him to open his 
eyes again. The lighting, at least, is more forgiving than the hospital's 
had been. He should look worse than he does, would look worse if 
they had ended up back there again. 


Hopefully washing up some of the crusted blood will be enough to 
stop the kids—Dustin mostly—from suggesting he get checked out. 
The last thing he wants to do is go to the hospital. He might not have 
Nancy anymore, but at least while he's here, there are people around. 
Dustin's hardly left his side since they got out of that tunnel. Hell, 
he'd followed Steve to the bathroom, determined to wait on the other 
side. 


It was kind of nice, actually. 


He lets the water run for a minute before cupping his hands under 
the stream. It's still cold and Steve grinds his teeth together when he 
splashes it over his face. The shock of the temperature steals the air 
from his lungs. It's a decent distraction from how bad it stings when 
he scrubs some of the blood away. 


He keeps scrubbing, long enough that the water eventually warms 
up. It takes just as much effort to turn it off and face himself in the 
mirror as it had to get to the sink in the first place. 


Fuck, does he look worse now? Or was his face already that pink and 
sore looking before he got in here? No wonder Dustin was looking at 
him like he thought Steve might keel over any second. He grips the 
sides of the sink again, forces himself to take in each and every 
wound. A humorless sound escapes and stings his split lips. 


So much has changed in a year, but this is still the same. He's left 
with another reminder that he needs to be better, do better. Only this 
time it's not that he doesn't want to be a dick anymore. This time it's 
proof that even though he managed not to get any of them eaten by 


monsters, he couldn't protect the kids from one asshole. Taken down 
by a plate—some babysitter he was. 


The thought is almost as painful as his heartache. 


Heart and limbs heavy, Steve tightens his jaw. He's hogged the 
bathroom long enough; everyone's had a hell of a night. They could 
all probably use a minute to themselves in here. Swallowing hard, he 
lets go of the sink and does his best to ignore the way the world still 
feels unsteady under his feet. 


He's fine. He'll be fine. 
Eventually. 
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Steve sucks in a hissing breath when Robin catches a particularly 
painful spot with her washcloth. His ears are ringing so her words go 
in and out, but he watches her lips, reads the sorry there and shrugs. 
That hurts, too. Everything hurts. His face and chest and stomach 
especially, but also his legs. He doesn't know if it's the running or the 
falling or the car crash that did them in, but Steve is pretty sure he's 
not going to be able to walk tomorrow. 


He'll have to remember to set himself up with water and something 
he can snack on before he settles in on his living room couch for the 
night. After he convinces Robin that he's fine and she can go home. 
Steve's still having trouble believing she's here; her parents picked 
her up from the mall parking lot after the EMTs determined she was 
okay to go. 


"There," she says and this time the words filter through the way 
they're supposed to. His ears are still ringing. Maybe he's adjusting 
already. Hopefully it doesn't stick around too long. 


"Thanks." He pushes himself up off the chair. 
"Hey, you shouldn't—" 


"Bathroom," he says, cutting her off. He clenches a hand into a fist at 
his side and forces himself to take as deep a breath as he can manage. 


"Sorry. I just. I'm just going to the bathroom. I won't be up long." 


"Okay," she says and it's almost too soft to bear. Steve gets to the 
downstairs bathroom as fast as his legs can carry him to get away 
from it. When's the last time someone sounded like that, worried and 
soft and caring, for him? Dustin's brand of care is as loud as he is, 
even when he doesn't mean to be. Steve loves it like he loves that kid, 
but this is. Different. Too much. She'd just...shown up ten minutes 
ago. He had only barely gotten out of his uniform—and into the 
softest shirt and pants he could find—when she knocked on the door. 


Getting back down from his room had been hell. Steve might never 
use stairs ever again. 


When he reaches the bathroom, it takes everything in him not to lose 
what little water might still be left in his stomach. His eye is red, the 
skin around it so swollen that he wonders if it can ever get back to 
normal. It will—of course it will. He just. 


This is his life now. It's actually getting worse. They didn't even get a 
year this time. 


He presses his fists against the marble countertop and leans forward. 
The mirror fogs up under his breath. It hurts to rest his forehead 
against the glass, but he does it anyway. It's better than looking. 


More reminders. That he couldn't protect Robin or himself. Or, fuck, 
Dustin. His throat goes tight—he'd given them Dustin's name. 


Steve doesn't know how long he leans against the mirror trying to 
catch his breath, but eventually there's a gentle knock on the door. 


"Steve?" Shit, Robin's still here. Waiting for him. "Are you okay?" 


He opens his mouth and no sound comes out. It takes a couple tries— 
and a painful clearing of his throat—to grit out a normal-enough, 
"Yeah, I'll...be right out." 


It's been too long already. Robin has to be tired; she'd snuck out to 
ride her bike to his house. She shouldn't have to wait up for him to 
get his shit together. 


Steve slowly straightens up. His fingers ache from the weight of him 
leaning on them. They don't want to uncurl right away, but he grits 
his teeth against the pain and forces them. 


The handle isn't as hard to manage as he feared and Robin's worried 
face greets him on the other side of the door. He gives her a crooked 
smile that aggravates the cut on his lip. "Sorry, more tired than I 
thought." 


"Can't imagine why." 


The laugh that tumbles out of him sends fire down his chest. "C'mon, 
I can take you home." 


Robin's eyebrows shoot up and she shakes her head. "In the morning, 
dingus. My parents won't check on me until tomorrow." 


His throat is too tight to swallow. She goes blurry and he blinks the 
water away, grateful that it doesn't escape his eyes. "Sure." 


She wraps her hands around one of his arms and he lets her lead him 
into the living room. He catches sight of his reflection in the sliding 
glass door and looks away, settling down on the couch when they 
reach it. 


He's a fast healer. In a few weeks, no one will be able to tell anything 
happened at all. Steve can manage a few weeks. 
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The cut on his lip leaves an ugly scar. 
Steve doesn't look in the mirror anymore. 
Author's Note: 


Thank you for reading! Kudos and comments are 
appreciated <3 


